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back into the world to destroy the demons that were deluding the people of China. 4 Hong emphasised the divine origin of his demon-slaying mission not only by claiming that God had granted him the title Heavenly King (Tianwang), but also by asserting that he -as the 'natural younger brother' (baodi) of Jesus -was the second son of God. 5 Those who accepted these claims believed that the Heavenly Father was intervening in history through his second son to eliminate the demonic forces (including idols, popular gods, and the ruling Qing Christians, but others have argued that they 'distorted' the imported religion and created an unauthentic 'pseudo-Christianity'. 6 Unsurprisingly, the earliest advocates of this widely accepted interpretation were Protestant missionaries who worked in China at the time of the Taiping Rebellion. Analysing arguments and assumptions in the reports of those missionaries, the first part of this paper will reveal that their orthodox lens caused them to misunderstand and misrepresent Hong's claim to be the second son of God. The second part, drawing on official publications and Hong's annotations to the Bible, will examine the Taipings' specific discourses on the nature of the Heavenly Father and his relation to Jesus and Hong. By analysing Hong's claims within this wider (and previously ignored) theological framework, the paper will support a new interpretation that views the title second son of God not as evidence of the Taipings' heterodox character, but as an access point for understanding their localised doctrine of God.
An 'Imposter' and 'Anti-Christ': Missionary Reports on the Second Son of God
The most regular reporters on the religious character of the Taipings were Protestant missionaries from Britain and the United States. Those missionaries were drawn to the Taipings because their new belief system seemed to owe its existence to a Protestant
Christian book (Liang's Good Words) and a Chinese translation of the Bible (the Gützlaff version, which Hong received in 1847). The missionaries wanted to know how their religion had been received by the Taipings, if it had been altered in any significant way, and whether the rebels were willing to be instructed in gospel truth as they understood it. The Taipings'
belief that Hong was the second son of God and younger brother of Jesus roused the missionaries' interest more than any other doctrine. The missionaries were divided on how exactly to interpret that belief, but they were united in their conviction that it was a blasphemous threat to orthodox truth.
For many of the missionaries who directly encountered the Taipings, the doctrine of God and his two sons stood out as the clearest sign of the rebels' deviation from Christian truth. The missionaries were most offended not by Hong's divine mission to destroy demons, but by the title son of God that he ascribed to himself. According to one group of missionaries, the title showed that Hong saw himself as the equal of Jesus, a belief that would threaten the Christological, Trinitarian and soteriological orthodoxies at the heart of their theological worldviews. As Alexander Wylie (1815-87), a member of the London Missionary Society (LMS), put it, 'The monstrous doctrine they have adopted of Hung-seu-tseuen being the second son of God, and on a par with Jesus Christ… is, I fear, a most serious obstacle to their humble reception of the truth as it is in Jesus.' 7 In a more aggressive criticism of the Christianity.
Despite supporting the same conclusion as the literalists, the figurative critique Only the Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and Great Shangdi, is the true God. Besides the Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and Great Shangdi, all others are non-divine. The Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and Great Shangdi, is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent. This discussion on the holiness of God and his first-born son suggested not only that Jesus was higher than all human beings outside the heavenly family, but also that he occupied a more prominent position in the family than his younger brother Hong (who was prohibited from using the designation sheng). The Taipings firmly denied the idea that Jesus was God, but Hong's deferential attitude towards his elder brother confirms that they regarded him as the greatest of all non-divine (feishen) beings.
God, Jesus and Hong: The Roots of the Heavenly Hierarchy
The Taipings' religious publications put forward a radically original and highly monotheistic doctrine of God. The Heavenly Father Shangdi was, they believed, the one true God (Shen).
Jesus and Hong were the natural sons of God, and Jesus -as the Crown Prince and Heavenly
Elder Brother -was the most holy and honourable person ever to have appeared on earth.
Despite granting Jesus that elevated status, the Taipings categorically rejected the idea that he was a divine equal of the Heavenly Father. This section will examine why exactly the Taipings adopted this highly monotheistic doctrine that acknowledged the divinity of the Heavenly Father alone. The analysis will reveal that the Taipings' doctrine of God was a response not only to terms and themes from the translated biblical text, but also to theological priorities that were determined by Hong's soteriological vision and its interpretation of China's religious history.
Hong, in response to the translated name of God (Shangdi) in Liang's Good Words and the Chinese Bible, declared that his soteriological mission was to exterminate the demons and restore the classical deity of China, Shangdi. 34 That core belief, which was the foundation of Hong's new theological worldview, not only enabled the Taipings to emphasise the 'Chinese' (as opposed to entirely foreign) character of their Christian God, but also encouraged them to view that God as an independent and unitary deity. The classical Shangdi was not the Trinitarian God who existed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but a singular deity who acted as the 'ruler of the people below'. 35 As the ruling deity, Shangdi 'conferred on the people a moral sense', rewarded their good deeds with numerous blessings and punished their acts of evil with all kinds of calamities. 36 Shangdi also nourished human life and, as the provider of the Heavenly Mandate (Tianming), appointed and removed the various rulers of the world. 37 Although the Taipings' religious publications contained only a few explicit Yang's writings show that he acknowledged both the divinity of Jesus and the triune nature of the Godhead. 50 Yang's acceptance of these orthodox ideas confirms, among other things, the theological significance of Hong's disconnection from the missionary community. 51 Yang and Hong (as classically trained scholars) would have experienced similar doubts regarding the Trinity, but Hong alone was free to reject the orthodox tradition and the specific idea that the classical deity consisted of three persons.
Finally, the analysis of this paper suggests that abandoning Christian essentialism can enhance our understanding of the relationship between language and culture, or vernacularisation and localisation, in the era of global Protestant missions. 
